Whatever Became of our Ontario Hydro ?

In 1903 a group of mayors of southwestern Ontario – a region with no dammable rivers – met at the YMCA in Berlin (now Kitchener). Under the leadership of Adam Beck, they demanded that the hydroelectric power to be generated at Niagara be under Ontario gov’t control, so it would be equally available to all parts of the province and delivered at cost.  
In 1905 Beck became a Tory cabinet minister.  The HydroElectric Power Commission (later renamed Ontario Hydro) was formed in 1906, with Beck as chairman.  The first huge Niagara generating station opened in 1920, at four times its cost estimate.  

Beck then set out to convince businesses, cities, and consumers that “the greater the demand the cheaper the power.” Factories electrified, and southwestern Ont became a manufacturing hub.  Home and farm electrification was promoted, and most of Ontario’s countryside was wired in the 1920s, far ahead of the US.  Power was cheap.

In the post-World War II economic boom, endless expansion was in the air.  Coal-fired plants were opened at Toronto, Windsor, Mississauga, Thunder Bay, Lambton, Nanticoke, and Atikokan.  A second hydro plant was added at Niagara and a new plant in Cornwall with the building of the St. Lawrence Seaway.  The “Live Better Electrically” campaign was launched to entice consumers into the world of endless cheap power.

But the venture into nuclear power plants would prove less rosy.  Douglas Point and Pickering were started in the 1960s, Bruce and Pickering were vastly expanded in 1970s, and the mammoth Darlington complex was almost completed in the 1980s.  The NDP let Darlington open in 1990, but declared a moratorium on further nuclear construction.

Since the mid-1970s serious alarms were being raised about the cost of nuclear stations, as well as their environmental problems.  The massive debt was being deferred into the future, as was the problem of disposal of radioactive waste.  It couldn’t go on – yet it did. 

Environmentalists started urging investment in a “soft energy path” instead: REDUCING demand through conservation measures, and encouraging local small-scale generation projects to feed into the grid.  It was an opportunity lost – we’ll never know how much energy security could have been gained for Ontario had these measures been taken in the 1970s when we could afford them.  Later the Peterson and Rae governments took steps in this direction, but the big money had already been spent on nuclear mega-projects, and the interest on the debt was climbing.  Then to make matters worse, in 1997 seven plants at Bruce and Pickering had to be closed for expensive maintenance, for safety reasons. 

From Adam Beck to Adam Smith

The Harris government, with its ideology of privatization, in 1998 broke Ontario Hydro up into five components in order to put it up for sale.  But a combination of public opposition and a lack of eager buyers, prevented the plan from being carried out.  

In 2003 the McGuinty Liberals were left to pick up the pieces.

Top Nine Reasons why our Hydro Bills are Rising

1. When the Harris government split up Ontario Hydro, separating out the two profitable sections for sale (Ontario Power Generation and Hydro One), OH’s debt of $21 billion was transferred to consumers.  We now pay a “debt retirement charge” of 0.7 c / kWh. 
2. The only actual sale carried out by the Harris government was of four dams north of Sault Ste Marie, to the Brascan Corp.  But the proceeds of this sale were not assigned to paying down the debt.  Meanwhile the .7 cents collected from us is getting used for other purposes, such as financing the cost overruns of “Big Becky” – a massive tunnel being built at Niagara to divert more water flow to the two Beck hydro stations.  The “debt retirement charge” has become just another source of revenue, and will never end.
3. The price cap which Premier Eves imposed after his deregulation experiment had caused wild hikes in hydro rates in 2002, was removed by McGuinty.  But the open wholesale market in electricity continued, with higher consumer prices regulated.  All new power generation would now be invited from the private sector rather than financed through public debt.  It meant consumer prices had to be set high enough to attract big investors to build capacity.  It’s a process some have called “slow-motion privatization”.

4. But the public had to bear the cost of refurbishing the aging Bruce and Pickering nuclear plants.  The Liberals’ commitment to close the coal-fired plants led to a renewed reliance on nuclear.  They are still seeking investors to build as many as ten new nukes.



(And to get the investors they have to get the prices up.)

5. The Green Energy Act of 2009 allows small investors, public and private, to connect to the grid with solar, wind, and biomass installations.  Ont Power Generation is paying over 40 cents per kWh for these renewables. Getting around to green energy so belatedly has made it costlier than it should have been.  It will certainly force up our hydro bills.

6. Early in 2010 Ontario made a $7 billion deal with Samsung of Korea to build solar and wind power installations.  It remains to be seen what the cost will be to consumers, once the power flows.  Samsung was given priority access to the grid over local greens.
7. Meanwhile in 2009, time-of-use meters were introduced, first in Toronto.  “Smart meters” are held out to be a “green” measure – because if power usage can be spread out over the day instead of spiking at peak times, less generating capacity has to be built.  But we all know the rates are set so high that we’ll be paying a whopping increase on our bills.  Some believe that smart meters are intended to raise the prices taken in by our local utility companies, to make them more attractive to be privatized in future.  Watch for it.

8. The Harmonized Sales Tax, introduced in July 2010, adds another 8% charge to our heat and hydro bills.  The HST should not have been allowed to apply to basic necessities of life.  The HST saves businesses money, transferring the tax burden to consumers.
9. In June 2010, McGuinty announced his cabinet is seriously looking into bundling Ontario Power Generation, Hydro One, Ontario Lottery and Gaming, and the Liquor Control Board into one giant SuperCorporation, and selling off 20 % of it.  If this happens, watch for Ontario’s hydro rates to rise to the levels of those in US cities.      




Bye-bye Ontario’s heritage.

